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ANDREW MALCOLM OF BELFAST: PHYSICIAN AND HISTORIAN. By
H. G. Caldwell (pp. xvii + 138; illustrated + facsimile of The History of the
General Hospital by A. G. Malcolm, pp. 139 + xxxii; £6.00). Brough, Cox &
Dunn for Royal Victoria Hospital, Belfast. 1977. (Copies from Belfast book-
sellers or Unit Administration, Royal Victoria Hospital.)
THIS book is in two parts: a biography of Malcolm (134 pages) and a facsimile reproduction
of his History of the Belfast General Hospital and the Principal Medical Institutions of the
Town, first published in 1851 (by S. & G. Agnew) but long out of print and now rare. Both
are wvelcome; their publication in one well-produced and comparatively inexpensive volume
is particularly appropriate. Those interested in medicine and its institutions, philanthropy and
the history of this city generally owe a debt to author, sponsors and publshers alike.
The Royal Victoria Hospital "charity" can trace an unbroken lineage from the founding of
the Belfast Charitable Dispensary in 1792 and the opening of its associated six-bed hospital
in 1797 in whiat is now Berry Street. The only source for the history of its early years other
than some fragmentary documents and, from 1817, the Annual Reports, is Malcolm's History,
and this has always given the book a unique importance. This republication, added to
Allison's Seeds of Time (1850-1903) and Marshall's Fifty Years on the Grosvenor Road
(1903-1953), brings the complete historical trilogy within the reach of all. But Malcolm was
much more than a provincial physician and chronicler and his story more than that of the
growth of a hospital; to his merical vocation he added that of educationalist, philanthropist
and active promoter of social and medical well-being, especially among the underprivileged.
Those, sadly all too few, who know something of his work, have long hoped he would find a
biographer, and happily Dr Hugh Calwell, who has already given us a history of the first
75 years of the R.B.H.S.C., has now obliged.
By any yardstick, Malcolm was a remarkable man, and he lived in remarkable times for
Belfast and industrial society generally. Like many prominent Ulster doctors, then and now,
he was a son of the (Newry) manse. He entered Inst at the age of 11, progressed to the
"collegiate" section to study medicine, and took the licence of the R.C.S..(Edinb.) and M.D.
(with gold medal) of Edinburgh University in 1842. He returned at once to practise in
Belfast, was elected a district medical attendant of the General Dispensary and, in 1845,
attending physician at the Fever (later General) Hospital in Frederick Street, and died in
Dublin in 1856 of congestive heart failure, aged only 37. In his 14 years of practice he proved
his acumen as a busy clinician and hygienist, which included much industrial work, published
many case reports, medical monographs and some experimental work, innovated "improving"
societies and edited an associated magazine, wrote from the head and heart on the public
health and squalor of Belfast, was a chronicler of the cholera pandemic of 1847-49, estiab-
lished in Belfast through his efforts and writings a sound "British clinical method" (actually
"Irish" in that it was due to Robert Graves at the Meath Hospital in Dublin (Lond. med.
Gaz. 10, 401-406, 1832)), was a main dynamic force in local medical and philanthropic socie-
ties, wrote his History (perhaps in only five months), and throughout showed a scientific
rigour, great compassion and imagination, sound knowledge, high qualities of intellect and
character, and quite unusual drive. (As just one example: "The influence of factory life on
the health of the operative as founded upon the medical statistics of this class in Belfast"
(I. Statist. Soc., 19, 170-191 (1856)) is a minor masterpiece ahead of its time, and I well
remember the amazement with which Professor Pemberton, Professor Cheeseman and myself
first read it in 1960 when preparing a large-scale study on flax byssinosis. Malcolm's article
was so thorough that it nearly made our task unnecessary!) The History itself is a loosely
constructed, rambling narrative, probably hastily written, but with considerable charm, and
evidencing on every page the enthusiasm and compassion of the author and his intimate
knowledge of Belfast, the "'charity" and other medical and associated institutions. It is
pleasant reading, but its main importance is that it is literally irreplaceable since (as noted)
most of its primary sources are lost.
Dr. Calwell describes all this in 16 short chapters and a prologue, epilogue, bibliography,
index and three appendixes-all in 137 pages. His role is as simple chronicler, not as com-
mentator, interpreter or critic; events are documented in his familiar, concise, accurate and
129easy style, but there is little attempt to analyse the impact or implications of Malcolm's work.
Even on these terms the canvas is modest. Much of Malcolm's non-clinical work and generat-
ing energy must be seen as part of the general drive in industrial society world-wide towards
economic, social and "sanitary" improvement for all, arising from a complex of social,
economic, political, scientific and moral reasons. Dr. Calwell, however, does not discuss these
and restricts himself mainly to the events in Belfast involving Malcolm and his circle; he
treats Malcolm almost in isolation rather than one of a breed who wove the pattern of at
Age, and this leads to a certain lack of perspective in places. It also sets an additional
problem: since primary sources are sparse-especially with Malcolm's early death-and the
canvas small, even a short book leaves the substance incomplete. Dr. Calwell has made good
use of papers, especially private family ones, but there are inevitable and tantalising gaps
and a coherent picture, despite the author's energy and skill, fails to emerge. The book is, in
fact, a set of short papers set out as chapters narrating Malcolm's many activities, with certain
background information, including some interesting vignettes of contemporaries; but the
thread of narrative and the insight of the subject essential to a biography are missing. This is
perhaps inevitable and is unimportant when set against the author's success in documenting
Malcolm's multifaceted work: the reader will for the first time be able to identify Malcolm
as one of Belfast's greatest doctor-citizens, a fact which R. H. Hunter (U.M.J., 5, 107-123
(1936)) and particularly J. S. Logan (U.M.J., 43, 22-32 (1974)> had previously suggested and
is now confirmed. Dr. Calwell is to be congratulated on a very considerable achievement and
for deploying his talents in his retirement so fruitfully in this his second important contribu-
tion to Belfast medical history and historiography. A memorial tablet to Malcolm was
originally erected in The General Hospital, Frederick Street, but was later lost; its replacement
is overdue.
The publication is of a good standard and generally accurate throughout. In my edition the
Preface to the History is incorrectly placed between pp. 12 and 13 of the first chapter. This
book should be on the bookshelf of all interested in Ulster medicine.
PETER FROGGATT
SOLID LIVER TUMOURS. By James H. Foster and Martin M. Barman (pp
xii + 342; illustrated; £14.75). Philadelphia, London, Toronto: Saunders.
1977.
THIS monograph on solid liver tumours gives a most extensive review of the literature and clarifies the nomenclature. The data collected by the authors themselves from 98 hospitals across the U.S.A. is open to the criticisms of any retrospective chart review, but the exercise is justified in that no single clinician or hospital complex has a sufficient volume of patients with solid liver tumours from which to draw valid conclusions about therapy. Although large African and Asian series have been reported, these have concerned mainly primary tumours, often with associated cirrhosis-a very different picture to that seen in the West. About half of the book is devoted to pathology, with large amounts of statistics from their own review and from the existing literature. This rather heavy reading tends to be repetitive, but is lightened by the insertion of multiple illustrated case histories. For those who do not wish to wade through all the figures, there are useful summaries and recommendations at the end of most chapters, although abbreviations such at L.T.S., F.N.H. and L.C.A. may prove annoying. I find the separation of the tumours in under-I 6-year-olds into separate chapters rather arbitrary and unnecessarily cumbersome, since the only real difference from adult tumours is the rare hepatoblastoma, occurring chiefly in the under-2-year-olds. The clinical section answers for the first time many practical questions on management and displays the fallacy of a lot of time-honoured traditions. The risks of closed liver biopsy in the usually vascular primary tumours are emphasised and the errors of liver scan reports for suspected secondary tumours are noted. The chapters on practical management are essential reading for surgeons contemplating hepatic resections. Operative technique is simplified-as the authors point out: "Too much has been written about special skills, special knowledge and special tools for liver resection." They emphasise the place of blunt dissection for identification of blood vessels-a technique they attribute to Keen's description of 1891. The practical points of hepatic resection give the true ring of one who has first-hand experience of the technical problems Palliative therapy is oovered briefly but presents a balanced view based mainly on the existing literature. The book should be in all hospital libraries, but it is likely that only specialists with an interest in the field will want to purchase their own copies at £14.75 each.
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